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ANCHOR INSTITUTIONS ON THE MICHIGAN STREET CORRIDOR: AN 
ECONOMIC CASE STUDY 
 
ALEX KONTRAS 
Grand Valley State University 
 
Abstract 
 
As large employers, landholders, and purchasers, anchor institutions hold great potential for 
benefitting the local economy. This study examines the current literature on anchor institutions 
and how such potential can be unleashed. Drawing on two established economic development 
strategies, locality development and local import substitution, this paper describes how 
successful co-optation of anchors by local economic developers can produce mutually beneficial 
results. A cluster of anchor institutions in downtown Grand Rapids, Michigan, where three 
distinct projects are developing from an intentional anchor institution economic development 
strategy, serves as an illustrative case study. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
     The Michigan Street Corridor begins at the Grand River, just north of downtown Grand 
Rapids, and travels east. The Corridor—particularly near the core of the city—has seen 
tremendous amounts of investment in the last few years. Much of the investment has occurred in 
the so called “eds and meds” (educational and medical institutions) sector, including universities, 
hospitals, and research centers related to the health sciences. Affectionately dubbed the “Medical 
Mile,” this corridor has undergone a massive transformation. Grand Valley State University, 
Michigan State University, Spectrum Health, Trinity Health (St. Mary’s Hospital), Grand Rapids 
Community College, and Van Andel Institute have all invested significant capital and 
infrastructure into the corridor, totaling almost $1 billion (U3 Ventures, 2011). 
Each of these landholders represents what scholars now call anchor institutions. Anchor 
institutions are large employers with massive fixed capital. They are often among the top 
employers in a metropolitan area (The Netter Center, 2008). Indeed, 66 of the top 100 largest 
cities listed an anchor institution as their largest employer (2008). Their identities are often tied 
to a particular geography both because of significant infrastructure investments and because of 
knowledge networks established in the community. This makes them relatively immobile; they 
are all very likely to stay within their current community for years to come. Universities, 
hospitals, research centers, large museums and cultural institutions all qualify as anchor 
institutions. 
 
Anchor Institutions as Vehicles for Economic Development  
 
     In brief, using anchors institutions as a vehicle for economic development means 
encouraging anchors to behave in a certain way that benefits the local community. But before 
employing such a strategy, one must understand the unique characteristics of anchors, how they 
operate in their environments, and what might motivate them to act differently. 
Anchor institutions comprise a tremendous asset in community and economic 
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development endeavors principally because they play a multifaceted role in cities. The Initiative 
for a Competitive Inner City (2011b) identifies six distinct functions: anchors include enterprises 
such as (a) producers of core goods or services, (b) real estate developers, (c) purchasers of 
goods and services, (d) employers, (e) builders of community infrastructure, (f) hubs for 
economic clusters. The Penn Institute (2005) likewise notes the manifold roles anchors play. 
Anchor institutions are often “economic engines for cities and regions through their roles as real 
estate developers, employers, purchasers and magnets for complementary businesses or 
‘knowledge workers’ and developers of human capital (p. 1).”  
This paper will focus primarily on the role of the anchor institution as developer, 
employer, and purchaser. Most visibly, anchors are developers. Large infrastructure investments 
are themselves significant alterations of the built environment, so anchors have the power to 
radically alter the character of adjacent communities (Initiative, 2011b; The Netter Center, 2008; 
Penn Institute, 2005). Anchors also play a large role as employers. They typically employ a 
diversity of personnel, from basic service employees to experts such as researchers, curators, or 
physicians. They also develop human capital, not only attracting skilled knowledge workers, but 
also training them, advancing them, and embedding them within innovating knowledge networks 
(Initiative, 2011b; The Netter Center, 2008; Penn Institute, 2005). Lastly, as massive purchasers, 
anchor institutions carry a great deal of power in their pocketbooks (Initiative, 2011b; The Netter 
Center, 2008; Penn Institute, 2005). 
Some of the ways in which anchor institutions are beneficial to the local economy are 
intuitive. As a large employer, an anchor institution clearly benefits the economy by providing a 
range of jobs and generating local income tax revenue. Dollars pumped into a local economy 
through employees and a steady tax base produce obvious positive effects. As a general hub of 
activity, an anchor also attracts ancillary businesses such as restaurants and cafés just by virtue of 
its presence. But anchors can benefit the local economy in less obvious ways. Two are 
particularly relevant to this study. 
First, as a developer of land, anchors bear real effects on the shape of the built 
environment. The built environment, in turn, produces real effects on social and economic life. 
The concept of locality development involves the “ownership, regulation, and management of 
land and the buildings placed upon it. These are the sites on which economic activity occurs” 
(Blakely & Leigh, 2010, p. 235). Through land use planning and form-based code, urban 
planners and designers influence the movement and accessibility of goods and people, the types 
of firms that can bid for certain parcels of land, and the character of places.  
These capacities must be considered critical components of economic development 
because they can alter the nature of economic growth. Economic developers are now using urban 
design as a tool to bolster the local economy (Hubbard, 1995). In Birmingham, AL, city officials 
are attempting to “create an environment that appears safe, pleasurable, and, above all, 
profitable” through principled urban design (p. 246). They understand “the intimate link between 
design and investment in its long-term economic strategy…” (p. 246); to this end, officials began 
shaping the public realm in such a way that will attract future economic investment. Though this 
strategy has merit, Hubbard warns that it is decidedly not a panacea for economically trouble 
localities. Neither is the resulting urban form a desirable end by any means necessary; public 
officials should involve the citizens as much as possible when employing this strategy so as not 
to distract “from more serious social issues and [serve] the needs of investors and elites at the 
expense of local residents” (p. 251). The public must feel a sense of ownership and pride, not 
                                Kontras/Anchor Institutions on the Michigan Street Corridor 
16 
 
estrangement, as the community’s shape evolves. Nevertheless, shaping the built environment 
remains a legitimate way to make a locality attractive to businesses. 
A second way to benefit a local economy is the expansion of local industry through the 
process of local import substitution. Local import substitution is the process whereby a region’s 
demand for a product is increasingly supplied by local producers (Persky, Ranney, & Wiewel, 
1993). This can happen as a result of new suppliers emerging in the local market or the 
expansion of existing suppliers who previously exported most of their product. In either case, the 
number of intra-jurisdictional transactions increases. Persky, Ranney, and Wiewel (1993) and 
Jacobs (2000) argue that the process of local import substitution has a stabilizing effect on the 
local economy. Jacobs, in particular, suggests that multiple transactions within a local economy 
among a diverse set of actors can help localities weather the storms of turbulent economic 
seasons. When a dollar enters into a local system through the purchase of an export good, that 
dollar does very little to serve the community if it is immediately spent on yet another export 
good; the dollar has really only served one actor. However, if the dollar, once imported, was then 
spent on other goods provided by local diverse actors, many entities within the system benefit. 
Persky, Ranney, and Wiewel (1993) question this assumption because, theoretically, a high 
number of import substitutes may make a locality more sensitive to fluctuations in demand for its 
export products because multiple actors are negatively affected by decreases in demand for a 
single good. Nevertheless, they suggest stability arises for a different reason: that “as local 
producers successfully compete with imports in the local market, they gain the experience and 
skill necessary to invade more distant markets in other metropolitan areas” (p. 20). Though for 
different reasons, both Jacobs (2000) and Persky, Ranney, and Wiewel (1993) affirm that local 
import substitution is a legitimate way to stabilize and grow a local economy.  
If import substitution is a valid pursuit, then anchors, as large purchasers, can assist by 
shifting to local purveyors. Success stories from such strategies are suggestive. From 1999-2010, 
the University of Pennsylvania doubled the amount of dollars it spent locally (Initiative, 2011b). 
Though the portion may seem small—$100 million (12 percent of then operating budget)—the 
effect was enormous. Penn partnered with the Minority Business Center to identify local, diverse 
vendors. One office supplier, minority-owned Telrose Corporation, was originally a 
subcontractor of Office Depot. Over time, Penn shifted purchasing from Office Depot to Telrose, 
“increasing its share of the contract from $300,000 to $50 million. Telrose now has 22 
employees [up from three], 70% of whom live in West Philadelphia” (Initiative, 2011b). The 
power of local spending can be a tremendous force for economic growth. 
For an economic development strategy based on anchor institutions to succeed, the anchor 
must be willing to partner with community stakeholders. When anchors try to act independently 
and for their own exclusive gain, efforts rarely result in lasting change. When West Philadelphia 
experienced rapid deterioration in the neighborhoods and schools surrounding the University of 
Pennsylvania (UP), their first strategy held community interest as a tertiary goal. Conflicts arose 
as UP’s need for more space grew and the university began acquiring privately owned property, 
displacing some residents and businesses (The Netter Center, 2008). UP also began turning the 
physical campus inward, closing streets to create a more intimate, pedestrian campus and 
arranging new buildings with their backs to the surrounding community. While the stated goal of 
expansion “during that phase was marketed for the ‘greater good,’ … the question 
remains—where does ‘greater good’ and institutional self-interest intersect. The greater good as 
[UP] defined it, did not always align with the opinions of the community” (The Netter Center, 
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2008, 27). UP eventually learned from its mistakes and began a more community-oriented 
approach to engagement in the 1980s. As anchors become engaged with their communities, they 
must strike a balance between license to act independently and consideration for neighbors. The 
lesson is clear: the economic developer who aims to encourage anchors in a new direction must 
be sensitive to the legitimate self-interested objectives they may hold, while at the same time 
guide the anchor into action as a positive force for the community’s good. 
Fortunately, however, the two are not mutually exclusive. Arguments to convince anchors 
to act in a way that benefits the local economy benefit from this key dynamic; the survival and 
success of anchor institutions are inextricably linked to the vitality of their host cities. 
Universities, medical centers, research facilities, and cultural institutions all need vibrant, 
populous, and diverse communities. Universities depend on a large pool of emerging, 
well-educated adolescents, and on a vibrant community to attract talented scholars; hospitals 
exist to serve a large, diverse, population of all ages and incomes; cultural institutions also need a 
thriving, populous, community. 
Scholars have identified a common agenda between cities and their anchors and have 
identified several ways in which the behavior of anchors can be directed to maximize gains 
among both parties (The Netter Center, 2008; Penn Institute, 2005). In fact, the principal 
motivating factor behind an anchor institution’s economic development strategy is that both 
parties benefit. The Initiative for a Competitive Inner City suggests the following: 
To create maximum shared value in inner cities, anchors, governments, nonprofits 
and local businesses must work together. They need to first recognize their own 
potential needs as well as those of each other, and then acknowledge the change 
they can jointly effect. … For anchors, this means coming to terms with the fact 
that they are interdependent with their communities and envisioning the positive 
effects they could have on their neighborhoods while improving their own 
competitiveness. (Initiative, 2011b, p. 16) 
In particular reference to universities, Cisneros and Harkavy (as cited in The Netter Center, 
2008) urged academies “to help rebuild their communities, not just for moral reasons but also for 
reasons of enlightened self-interest. The fate of the academy and the city are simply intertwined” 
(p. 6). Cities need to have active centers of learning, culture, and health; elements of civil society 
add to the richness of community life beyond what is afforded by networks of economic 
exchange. And yet, these institutions are each bound within economic networks present within 
their community. They each feed off the others’ success. Thus, if anchor institution habits could 
be shaped in such away as to benefit local economies, anchors are more likely to succeed as well.  
In light of the role anchors play in their communities, the dynamics of urban design and 
import substitution, and the connected fates of anchors and their communities, a pathway for 
local economic development becomes clear. Now that the groundwork for a successful, anchor 
economic development strategy is in place, let us return to the city of Grand Rapids, Michigan. 
Using the Michigan Street Corridor as a case study, this paper will now examine the application 
of appropriate anchor institution strategies to benefit the city of Grand Rapids as a way of 
illustrating the paradigm.  
 
The Michigan Street Corridor: A Baseline Analysis 
 
Presently, the planning director of the city of Grand Rapids along with several key 
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community stakeholders, has begun an initiative to examine the effects of the Medical Mile 
transformation on neighboring communities and to plan the future of these communities while 
taking into account the recent changes. The initiative, called the Michigan Street Corridor Plan 
(MSCP) will study several neighborhoods adjacent to the corridor. Figure 1 shows the 
relationship between the corridor and adjacent communities. The white line indicates the 
boundary of the MSCP’s study area.  
 
Figure 1: Study Area and Neighborhoods Adjacent to Michigan Street Corridor 
Source: U3Ventures, 2011 
 
The MSCP is young. The first meeting was held in May of 2011. Pointed direction and 
goals of the MSCP are only now beginning to emerge as the Steering Committee—made up of 
various stakeholders in the corridor—hones its vision for the community. Meeting minutes 
indicate a hope to shape a positive collaborative partnership between the major landholders in the 
area and the current and future residents. Some of the interest stems from the desire to deal with 
practical challenges caused by the developments, such as traffic congestion. For example, several 
Steering Committee members identify problematic traffic conditions at the intersection of 
College Avenue and Michigan Street (Michigan Street Corridor Plan, 2011a). Steering 
Committee members are also interested in broader, long-term goals, such as the future housing 
stock of the neighborhood. The Committee places a high value on public input and engagement 
and will seek to direct the MSCP so as to acknowledge and include current residents’ opinions. 
In addition to these sentiments, themes from the meeting minutes also point to the key role 
anchor institutions can plan for the entire city, not just for the Michigan Corridor in particular. 
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     There are six main anchor institutions in the study area. They include: 
 
● The Van Andel Institute (VAI), 
● Michigan State University College of Human Medicine (MSU), 
● Grand Valle State University’s (GVSU) Cook DeVos Center for Health Sciences (CHS), 
● St. Mary’s Hospital, 
● Spectrum Health, and 
● Grand Rapids Community College (GRCC). 
 
Figure 2: Anchor Institution Presence in Downtown Grand Rapids 
 
 
These six institutions hold massive amounts of land on the Michigan Corridor. Figure 2 
shows just how large this footprint is. The physical presence is difficult to overstate; 
development within the last decade totals near $1 billion (U3 Ventures, 2011). These large 
buildings have permanently altered the built environment and impose an ongoing transportation 
burden on the relatively constricted target area. Because these institutions bring floods of 
employees downtown each day, corridor transportation has remained auto-centric. From a 
pedestrian perspective, one perhaps laments that, for all the dollars spent on new development, 
the district remains relatively unfriendly. Michigan Street is a wide road—five lanes in most 
places. Though a few crosswalks exist at intersections, the frantic pace of automobile flow 
through the corridor leaves much to be desired with regard to multi-modal travel. Cyclists are all 
                                Kontras/Anchor Institutions on the Michigan Street Corridor 
20 
 
but precluded by design on such a wide, busy street. Even as wide as Michigan Street is, 
congestion is a growing problem (Michigan Street Corridor Plan, 2011a) and concern, 
particularly for the Michigan Street-College Avenue intersection. 
Commuters on this corridor moderately use mass transit. The Rapid, Grand Rapids’ area 
transit bus service, operates a shuttle in the target area which moves roughly 1,030 people per 
day (Schulz, 2011a). Rapid Routes 11 and 13 move 102 and 161 riders per day, respectively. 
Spectrum Health, the largest of the downtown employers, moves roughly 4,800 per month on 
shuttle services to remote lots. Lastly, The Rapid will soon implement a Bus Rapid Transit 
(BRT) route, called the Silver Line, on a portion of the Corridor, from Monroe to Bostwick. The 
Rapid anticipates opening the BRT in 2014 (The Rapid, 2010).  
Even accounting for current and future opportunities for mass transit, the district remains 
relatively unwalkable. Any semblance of pedestrian orientation is obstructed by large cement, or 
otherwise impermeable facades. Pedestrians will also find a lack of destinations other than the 
anchor institutions themselves. Crescent Park is a small, infill, sitting park, and is perhaps the 
only other non-anchor destination for travelers by foot. 
Just to the north of the Michigan Street is I-196, which marks a jarring transition to the 
mostly residential neighborhoods north of the corridor. In some ways, the highway helps. The 
two completely contrasting districts would otherwise meet with no transition at all. Without 
I-196, both the residential neighborhoods and the large-lot, several-story buildings on Michigan 
would feel out of place and even improper, whereas the current buffer offers each district its own 
independence—and by extension, dignity. That said, the highway may have granted the anchor 
institutions liberty to make integration with adjacent urban fabric a low priority when blueprints 
were drawn. 
Each of the anchor institutions in the City of Grand Rapids are large employers. Spectrum 
Health leads the pack with an incredible 16,000 person workforce. As the largest employer in the 
city of Grand Rapids (Robbins &Buhrer, 2010), it clearly dominates the employee landscape, 
especially for its tight quarters on the Michigan Corridor. Table 1 displays the number of 
employees by institution. In total, the anchor institutions in the study area employ nearly 20,000 
workers. Altogether, these anchor institutions represent 55 percent of Grand Rapids’ downtown 
workforce (U3 Ventures, 2011). 
 
Table 1 
Anchor Institutions Employment, 2010 
Institution    Number of Employees
Grand Rapids Community College 697
GVSU Center for Health Sciences 254
MSU College of Human Medicine 73
St. Mary’s Hospital 2,491
Van Andel Institute 285
Spectrum Health 16,000
Total  19,800
Source: U3 Ventures, 2011 
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A significant portion of the employees who work in the study area do not actually live there. 
In fact, many do not even live in Grand Rapids. Only 25.4 percent of those who work in the 
study area live within the city limits (US Census Bureau, 2009). While it is reasonable to expect 
that a core downtown would employ a large base of workers from a wide range of geographies 
from within a region, one quarter is a frighteningly low proportion for the core municipality. 
Table 2 shows the number and percentage of workers in the study area who live in various places 
in the city. Nearly half of employees live in either rural parts of Kent County or live outside the 
county altogether.  
Table 2 
City of Residence for Workers in Study Area, 2009 
City of Residence Count Share 
Grand Rapids city, MI 13,626 25.4% 
Wyoming city, MI 3,573 6.7% 
Kentwood city, MI 2,609 4.9% 
Walker city, MI 1,464 2.7% 
Forest Hills CDP, MI 1,456 2.7% 
Northview CDP, MI 1,161 2.2% 
East Grand Rapids city, MI 1,140 2.1% 
Jenison CDP, MI 1,097 2.0% 
Grandville city, MI 936 1.7% 
Comstock Park CDP, MI 555 1.0% 
All Other Locations 26,043 48.5% 
Source: US Census Bureau, 2009 
 
Table 3 shows where the residents of the study area work. The largest portion of residents 
work somewhere within the city: 42 percent (US Census Bureau, 2009). Still, a significant 
amount work outside the city as well. Surprisingly, Detroit and Lansing made the list of 
workplaces, totaling just over 2 percent. 
 
Table 3 
Place of Work for Residents of Study Area, 2009 
Place of Work Count Share 
Grand Rapids city, MI 3,052 42.3% 
Kentwood city, MI 539 7.5% 
Forest Hills CDP, MI 351 4.9% 
Wyoming city, MI 351 4.9% 
Walker city, MI 191 2.6% 
Grandville city, MI 141 2.0% 
Allendale CDP, MI 119 1.6% 
Lansing city, MI 109 1.5% 
East Grand Rapids city, MI 58 0.8% 
Detroit city, MI 53 0.7% 
All Other Locations 2,252 31.2% 
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Source: US Census Bureau, 2009 
 
The MSCP hired U3 Ventures, a consulting firm specializing in anchor institutions, to 
analyze where the employees of Michigan Street anchors reside. According to their study, only 
three percent of employees live in the Corridor study area (U3 Ventures, 2011; this number 
excludes Spectrum and MSU employee data, which were unavailable). A larger percentage live 
within the City of Grand Rapids; of the four institutions for which employee data were available 
(GRCC, GVSU CHS, St. Mary’s, and VAI), 26 percent of employees, on average, live within the 
city. U3 also analyzed student data where available and found that 89 percent of MSU’s 251 
students live within the City of Grand Rapids, and 66 percent live within the study area. U3 has 
singled MSU out as the model institution for downtown living, and believes potential lies with 
GVSU and GRCC.  
Second, the MSCP applied for and was awarded a grant from the US Department of 
Housing and Urban Development (HUD) for significant planning and implementation funds. The 
application process itself served to align the various stakeholders and solidify a unified purpose. 
Indeed, sixteen organizations and programs offered matching seed money to augment the grant. 
In total, $560,105 in direct matching funds were raised from 16 partner institutions listed in 
Table 4 (Note: Some of the funds listed in Table 4 are in-kind, which is why they do not total to 
$560,105. For example, Grand Valley Metro Council’s pledge will be in the form of a corridor 
transportation study) (Schulz, 2011a; Schulz, 2011b).  
 
Table 4 
Organizations Contributing Matching Funds in MSCP’s HUD Community Challenge 
Grant Application 
Organization Matching Dollars Committed
City of Grand Rapids $50,000
Grand Valley Metro Council (West Michigan’s 
Metropolitan Planning Organization) 
$100,000
Grand Rapids Downtown Development Authority $25,000
Grand Rapids Parking Services $25,000
The Rapid $10,000
Michigan Street Corridor Association $5,000
Frey Foundation $25,000
Dyer-Ives Foundation $20,000
Grand Rapids Community Foundation $10,000
Grand Rapids SmartZone $50,000
Michigan State Housing Development Authority $150,000
Grand Rapids Community Development Department $200,000
Spectrum Health $25,000
Grand Rapids Community College $25,000
Grand Valley State University $10,000
Michigan State University $5,000
Source: Schulz, 2011b 
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The awarded Community Challenge Grant nearly doubled the MSCP’s proposed budget to 
just over $1 million. Already, the MSCP has made significant progress in shaping the 
perspectives of the anchor institutions; it is almost an understood assumption that the anchors are 
part of a larger community from which they can benefit, and to which they can contribute. All 
stakeholders, having committed some of their own funds to the budget, are ready and willing to 
engage in the MSCP’s proposed three-phase plan. Phase One consists of data collection and 
baseline analysis of existing conditions. Phase Two will consist of conceptual development of 
various project alternatives and recommendations. Phase Three will be devoted to 
implementation of recommended projects. 
Already, three projects are already taking shape as the MSCP Steering Committee explores 
ways anchors can involve themselves in future development. The next section describes these 
projects and how they involve anchors in a way that benefits the City of Grand Rapids.  
 
Project 1: Shift to Local Procurement 
 
As noted above, anchor institutions hold huge potential for increasing their multiplier effect 
by directing dollars locally. Oftentimes, however, institutional lethargy, pre-established 
purchasing relationships, and ignorance to the benefits of local procurement keep organizations 
from reaching their full potential for economic impact. If the purchasing power of giants such as 
Spectrum Health could be unleashed on local markets, their economic multiplier effect would 
rise immensely. 
Shifting procurement habits of large institutions is a daunting task. Oftentimes, 
organizations have no prior knowledge of local purveyor networks, and are not sure where to 
find the information (R. Chapla, personal communication, December 14, 2011). Institutional 
lethargy is also factor, as previous practices are often the sole guide for decision-making when it 
comes to some tasks. Rick Chapla, vice president of business development at the West Michigan 
economic development firm The Right Place, suggests tight budgets and limited capacity restrict 
the amount of time staff can devote to procurement decisions (personal communication, 2011). 
For example, if a firm has consistently purchased pens and pencils from one supplier, there 
would be no perceived need to alter habits, particularly if employees were occupied with other 
more pressing matters. 
This project—perhaps the most nebulous of the three proposed—would be to direct anchor 
institutions’ procurement dollars toward local firms. Landon Bartely, Grand Rapids city planner, 
notes that local procurement is “more of a principal than a program” (personal communication, 
December 6, 2011), the notion being that it is difficult to shape formal requirements for local 
procurement because it is a value that must come from within an organization. However, Rick 
Chapla suggests that programmatic elements may work well, and offered the suggestion of 
common, agreed-upon benchmarks or targets as a way to get anchors to engage in a formal way 
(personal communication, December 14, 2011). To apply such an example locally, the MSCP 
could introduce the idea of setting a 15% local procurement standard to the Steering Committee 
members. Ultimately, no one can force the anchors to act in such away, but the Steering 
Committee is an excellent forum to discuss the advantages. Even small targets could have a huge 
impact if reached. Excluding St. Mary’s Hospital and MSU College of Human Medicine, the 
anchors on Michigan Street boast a combined $4.4 billion in operating expenditures each year 
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(U3 Ventures, 2011). Even the smallest portion of this massive procurement could reap huge 
benefits for the West Michigan economy as local import substitutes emerge and expand. 
 
Project 2: GVSU Development in Belknap Lookout Neighborhood 
 
Anchor institutions hold an enormous footprint on the Michigan Street Corridor. Though 
development has ballooned in recent years, there is still a need for more space. GVSU, in 
particular, is hoping to expand its course offerings in health-related fields to support the growing 
health sciences industry in Grand Rapids (P. Waring, personal communication, December 12, 
2011). GVSU recently purchased several parcels just north of their Cook-Devos building, with 
hopes of developing the land within the next few years. The purchased parcels, located in the 
Belknap neighborhood, are mostly residential units that would require demolition. 
Unfortunately, the project began on the wrong foot. Before the land was purchased by 
GVSU, Rockford Construction released architectural renderings of a proposed version of the 
development. The renderings made their way to the Grand Rapids Press, and neighborhood 
residents and the Belknap Neighborhood Association expressed concern that the development 
did not fit within their existing neighborhood fabric (P. Waring, personal communication, 
December 12, 2011).  
This project marks a crucial opportunity for the anchor institutions to make a statement to 
residents that consideration of their neighborhood and the existing urban fabric is a high priority. 
It will be the first development in the Corridor to spill north of the I-196 highway and residents 
and the Belknap neighborhood association are already concerned the development will disregard 
the area-specific plan, which designates the area as residential use (P. Waring, personal 
communication, December 12, 2011).  
Pat Waring, GVSU representative, expressed regret that the University proceeded without 
more consideration of the residents’ opinions (P. Waring, personal communication, December 
12, 2011). When the Cook-Devos Center for Health Sciences was built, the neighborhood 
association, Neighbors of Belknap Lookout (NOBL), played a prominent role as GVSU planned 
the development. Currently, GVSU maintains an arrangement with NOBL that space in the CHS 
building can be used for neighborhood meetings or presentations. Waring suggests this was the 
right approach, and GVSU should have acted similarly when they more recently bought the land 
for the new development.  
In recent months, GVSU has made strong efforts to bring the NOBL and residents into the 
conversation about the development. In doing so, GVSU is reestablishing trust with current 
residents so they can feel at ease about their partnership with the University. In recent meetings, 
residents offered excellent suggestions that GVSU will take into consideration. Their comments 
displayed strong interest in the building’s facade and ways to mitigate parking issues, such as 
concealing the parking within the building interior (personal communication, December 12, 
2011).  
Ultimately, GVSU is on the right path to introducing development in the neighborhood that 
respects its integrity. As discussed above, poor development patterns can often inhibit future 
economic growth, and community relations figure significantly into whether a physical 
development is embraced by the local residents and business community. Thoughtful design and 
public support, on the other hand, can strengthen civic pride and spur future investment. GVSU’s 
efforts to interface with residents about how the development could suit resident taste show they 
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are interested in the long-term health of the neighborhood.  
 
Project 3: Live-Work Program 
  
The MSCP is in the early stages of considering a live-work program for anchor employees. 
A live-work program is a means to incentivize employees of a particular organization to live in a 
particular place—usually near the workplace. Usually, incentive packages are subsidies for 
housing down payments or reduced rent for a limited time. Such a program serves a dual 
purpose. First, it serves to strengthen the local economy by increasing demand in local, core-city 
markets (including real estate markets) and investments in areas surrounding the anchor 
institutions. Second, it improves the quality of life of employees by reducing commute time, 
cost, and emissions by increasing opportunities for commutes by foot, bicycle, or mass transit.  
A similar program in Detroit was wildly successful. The program offered a hefty sum for 
down payment assistance for home buyers and rental assistance for the first year for renters (L. 
Bartley, personal communication, December 6, 2011). Incentives included a forgivable loan of 
$20,000 for home buyers, $2,500 in rental assistance, and $5,000 in matching funds for 
improvements to homes of current residents (Initiative for a Competitive Inner City, 2011). The 
initial investment made by employers and foundations for the assistance fund was drained much 
faster than anticipated (Oosting, 2011, August 13). The Midtown Partnership wants to eventually 
see “10,000 of their current employees living locally” (Initiative for a Competitive Inner City, 
2011, 8).  
The urgent needs in Detroit are more pressing than in the neighborhoods surrounding the 
Michigan Street Corridor. However, a residential assistance program could yield positive results 
for current residents, anchor institutions, and even the rest of the city, as Grand Rapids would 
capture additional income tax from new residents. Indeed, the current numbers are still bleak: 
only 25% of those working in the study area actually live within the city limits (US Census 
Bureau, 2009). Grand Rapids stands much to gain from increased demand for city properties. 
Two factors make a live-work program a realistic possibility in the future. First, the MSCP 
was awarded the HUD Community Challenge Grant. This grant, adding to the already substantial 
budget, now allows for the possibility of funding a live-work program (L. Bartley, personal 
communication, December 6, 2011.) Most importantly, HUD prioritizes affordable housing, 
which might have been a concern if demand for neighborhood property suddenly skyrocketed. A 
portion of the funds will have to be devoted to the study and implementation of affordable 
housing, which will help to mitigate any unwanted displacement of current residents as a result 
of rent increases. Moreover, it may serve to keep this neighborhood an option for low-income 
residents. As discussed above, anchor institutions employ a diverse range of workers; service 
workers will need proximity to core downtown jobs as much as middle- and upper-class families.  
Second, the MSCP hired the consultant firm Zimmerman/Volk, Inc. to examine the 
potential demand for various types of housing in the coming years. Their study revealed that 
“[a]pproximately 5,510 younger singles and couples, empty nesters and retirees, and traditional 
and non-traditional families, in market groups with annual incomes above $45,000, represent the 
potential market for new and existing housing units within the Michigan Street Corridor Study 
Area each year over the next five years” (Zimmerman/Volk Inc., 2011, 6). 
Identifying this market potential does not necessarily mean the area will generate as much 
actual demand. Rather, the study indicates a potential market which could be enticed to live in 
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this area. The study does affirm a growing desire among households for urban dwelling. A 
surprising finding is that the potential market carries little demand for single-family detached 
homeownership. Rather, the majority of demand (77%) is for multi-family rental, multi-family 
for-sale, and single-family attached for-sale units (2011). This shift in housing preference has 
allegedly occurred because of the “continuing weak for-sale housing market” (2011, 7). 
 
 
ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSION 
 
The MSCP is effectively implementing an anchor institution economic development 
strategy. According to the literature on anchor institutions, it has successfully positioned itself to 
influence Michigan Street anchors in a way that will significantly benefit the local economy. 
Three pieces of evidence support this conclusion. 
First, the MSCP has successfully convinced anchor institutions that they will share in the 
benefits of a well-planned Michigan Street Corridor. The Steering Committee is a wonderful 
platform for public officials, anchor institutions, residents, business owners, and other 
stakeholders to grow together as a set of actors who each are interested in the growing success of 
the Corridor. It produces buy-in from all parties, including anchors. The MSCP and its Steering 
Committee also provide a structure to guard against unilateral action by any one Corridor actor, 
be it an anchor institution, small business, developer, or government unit. It serves as a forum to 
acknowledge and account for a wide array of interests in the community and a vehicle for 
articulating a singular vision. Whereas in the case of the University of Pennsylvania in West 
Philadelphia, the institution was left to discover—making mistakes along the way—its own 
model for community engagement, the MSCP is a vetting community, ensuring accountability 
and mutual respect.  
Second, the MSCP contracted with U3 and Zimmerman/Volk, Inc., two private consulting 
firms, to examine two key aspects of the target area. U3 set out to study the nature of the anchor 
institutions in the area, with a particular focus on employee levels inside and outside the target 
neighborhood. U3 has extensive experience in this area, and has contributed to work with anchor 
institutions in Midtown, Detroit and West Philadelphia. Zimmerman/Volk Inc. primarily 
examined the potential for new housing developments in the area and identified demand for a 
variety of housing types that do not presently exist. These two consultants lend credibility to 
MSCP and assurance to the anchors that their work is not simply being co-opted for ulterior 
motives. Their expertise will figure significantly into the ultimate success of the projects they are 
planning. 
Third, each of the projects being considered could have a huge economic impact on the 
local economy. The local procurement project has the potential to produce and strengthen local 
import markets. The GVSU development will hopefully set the stage for carefully designed 
development in the future—something the Corridor could desperately benefit from. Lastly, the 
live-work program could bring a wave of residents into the city, catalyzing increased tax 
revenues and consumer spending and stabilizing housing markets.  
     Lastly, by giving anchor institutions a permanent seat at the table, the MSCP can hopefully 
make a lasting impact on the future behavior of anchor institutions. No longer are they acting in 
isolation, as if their success was dependent solely on their own efforts. Rather, the Steering 
Committee is a window into the activity of other actors in the Corridor who likely share similar 
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goals. This by no means signifies that the relationships with anchor institutions will now remain 
static; organizational and community change will always present the Michigan Corridor with 
new challenges. Nevertheless, the MSCP will remain as a platform for thoughtful engagement on 
the part of anchor institutions for years to come.  
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